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RELATIVE AUTHORITY OF THE GOSPELS. 

By Eml. V. Gerhart, 
Lancaster, Pa. 

The question respecting the authority of the gospels in com 
parison with the other books of the New Testament I propose 
to discuss exclusively under the guidance of the facts recorded, 
especially in the gospels and the Acts of the Apostles. 

"Back to Christ" expresses the keynote of a sentiment that 
is becoming widely current in America and in Great Britain — a 
sentiment suggested by the assumption that the words spoken 
by Jesus when upon earth, as represented by the gospels, have 
more significance and greater authority than the teaching con- 
cerning Christ and his kingdom as given in the epistles. Rela- 
tively to his person this sentiment assumes that what he taught 
while in his state of humiliation has higher claims upon the 
confidence of the church, and stronger regulative force for Chris- 
tian conduct, than what in his state of glorification he is teaching 
by his Holy Spirit through the agency of apostles. 

In the interest of Christian truth and sound christological 
thought such an assumption may be justly challenged. 

I. 

The four gospels reflect, each from its own point of view, the 
progress of the personal history of Jesus on earth. But it is 
deserving of special consideration that no gospel, nor the four 
gospels in their connection, give us a complete history. Each 
portrays a progressive development of his life and ministry, but 
each stops short of the complement which fulfils and reveals the 
teleology of this development. 

The retirement of thirty years looks forward to his baptism 
and the functions of his public ministry — a period in which, as 
we are taught by Luke, Jesus advanced in wisdom and stature 
and in favor with God and men. 1 His baptism is preparatory to 

1 Luke 2 : 52. 
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his fasting and temptation in the wilderness. When in solitary 
cummunion with the Father he has achieved the victory, he goes 
forth from his seclusion ; he enters the cities and villages of 
Galilee, proclaiming the kingdom of heaven to be at hand ; and 
he continues to go about throughout Galilee and Judea from 
year to year, until he is betrayed, condemned, and crucified. 

A thoughtful review of the gospels makes the impression 
that Jesus during his ministry is only to a degree satisfied with 
the status of his life. He looks upon the miraculous works he is 
performing as but a partial manifestation of the intent of his 
mission. To the seventy that returned rejoicing "that the devils 
are subject to us in thy name" he said: "In this rejoice not that 
the spirits are subject unto you ; but rejoice that your names are 
written in heaven." 2 Time and again he speaks of his " hour" or 
his "time " which has not yet come. 3 He speaks of an impending 
baptism with which he is to be baptized, and " how am I straitened 
until it be accomplished;" 4 which, as Bengel expresses it, 
"implies the will struggling through obstacles." To his dis- 
ciples he announces that the priests and elders will kill him, but 
on the third day he will rise again. On the mount of transfigura- 
tion Moses and Elijah, who appeared in glory, spake of the 
departure of Jesus which he was about to accomplish at Jeru- 
salem. 5 

To heal the sick, to cleanse the leper, raise the dead, and give 
sight to the blind — this is a part of his mission, but this is not 
his whole work. The final goal of his teaching was not the truth 
which he taught in the period of his humiliation, nor was the 
goal of his working those deeds of mercy which he was daily 
performing. Though he spake as man had never spoken, yet he 
was not content with the truth he was teaching ; for what he 
taught was not the whole truth. He had yet many things to 
say to his disciples, "but ye cannot bear them now." 6 Though 

"Luke 10:20; cf. I Cor. 12:31. 

3 John 7: 6, 8, 30 ; 8:20. 

* Luke 12 : 50 ; cf. Heb. 5 : 7. 

5 Mark 9:31, 32. 

6 John 16:12, 13 ; cf. John 14 : 26. 
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he did what man had never done, yet he was not content with 
the works he was doing, for these works were not the full 
realization of the purpose of his mission : he was ever looking for- 
ward to a mightier work which he had to accomplish, and to a 
far more glorious manifestation of the Father's love which he had 
come into the world to reveal. The evidence lies before us. 

Each gospel has its own method and its own peculiar aim, 
yet these various biographies are in entire accord in this, that 
they set forth a history of Jesus which is progressive, yet incom- 
plete — a history that anticipates future momentous events of 
his mission — events which, on the one hand, will consummate his 
mediatorship, and, on the other, will impart final virtue to his 
words and deeds. 

In reflecting the development of his mission the gospels 
imply and teach the progress of Jesus in the formation of spir- 
itual character. The temptation in the wilderness was a test of 
moral strength and of fidelity to his mediatorship. The test was 
a severe trial, and it became needful for angels to minister unto 
him. 7 Then, "in the power of the Spirit" who had led him into 
the wilderness, Jesus returned into Galilee. 8 He returned pos- 
sessing a spiritual " power " to teach and to work miracles 
greater than he had before. 

Though he could meet his enemies with the bold challenge, 
"Which of you convinceth me of sin?" yet his sinlessness was 
not itself the ultimate perfection of spiritual character. Evi- 
dence comes to view under different aspects. An instance we 
have in the solemn experiences of his agony in Gethsemane. 
Thrice in profoundest anguish of soul he prays : " Father, if thou 
be willing, remove this cup from me. Nevertheless not my will, 
but thine, be done." 9 The law of his mediatorship in process of 
fulfilment on earth, and the law of personal qualification for the 
perfection of his mediatorship in heaven, required that he drink 
this cup of suffering. The indescribable agony of the garden 
fitted him for the patience, meekness, and unwavering fidelity 

'Matt. 4:11; Mark 1 : 13. 
8 Luke 4 : 14. 
' Luke 22 : 42. 
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displayed during his trial, and for that unique majesty with which 
he bore the passion of the cross. 

On these mysterious scenes of Gethsemane light is shed by 
the epistle to the Hebrews. We are taught that " it became 
Him, for whom are all things, in bringing many sons unto glory, 
to make the author of their salvation perfect through sufferings." 10 
His sufferings were a part of the discipline for the development 
of his ideal character. As by the fasting and temptation in the 
wilderness he advanced in wisdom and in favor with God, so by 
the agony and the prayers of Gethsemane he advanced to a stage 
of spiritual perfection which transcended the sinless life he had 
lived during his public ministry. 

This truth is supported by the words of Jesus spoken, on the 
day of his resurrection, to the two disciples to whom he drew 
near when they were going to a village named Emmaus. They 
were depressed because their hope that Jesus, whom the rulers 
had crucified, was he which should redeem Israel had been 
turned into despair. To them he said: "Behooved it not the 
Christ to suffer these things and to enter into his glory ? " " His 
condemnation by the rulers and his execution were in the wis- 
dom of God a necessity. Behooved it not the Christ to suffer 
these things ? According to all the prophecies, "beginning from 
Moses," which he had interpreted to them, the Messiah must 
suffer on behalf of his people. And these things it behooved 
the Christ to suffer that he might " enter into his glory." Other- 
wise than through suffering he would not be the mediator, nor 
would he be qualified to transcend the limitations of this world. 
Otherwise than by triumphing over death he would not acquire 
the spiritual fitness for enthronement at the right hand of God. 

Sinless he was in boyhood and youth, morally perfect in 
every transaction of his history; yet this history requires us to 
recognize a succession of stages in the formation of his charac- 
ter. By the interview in vision with Moses and Elijah and the 
attestation of the Father at his transfiguration, and by the mys- 
terious experiences of the cross, he attained and realized an 
order of divine-human righteousness which transcended the 

10 Heb. 2 : 10. " Luke 24 : 26. 
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righteousness both of his private life and his public ministry. 
For the development of this final order of perfection his bap- 
tism, his temptation, his observance of Jewish festivals, especially 
his sufferings, were the necessary discipline. So long as this 
order of spiritual elevation had not been attained, his power to 
influence the world was limited. He teaches : "And I, if I be 
lifted up out of the earth, will draw all men unto myself." The 
death " he should die," to be followed by his glorification, was 
the condition on which depended the power to draw to himself 
all classes of men. 

The final object on which the eye of Jesus during the earthly 
period of his life is steadily fixed is the "glory of the Father." 
That glory is his glory. To enter into the glory which the Son 
of Man I2 had with the Father before the world was is the end 
at which he is aiming by his humiliation, by all his teachings, 
ministries, and sufferings. To his disciples he says : " I came 
out from the Father, and am come into the world ; again, I leave 
the world and go unto the Father." To go unto the Father, to 
be glorified with the glory of the Father, is the consummation of 
himself and of his mediatorship. In his great sacerdotal prayer, 
"lifting up his eyes to heaven, he said, Father, the hour is come ; 
glorify thy son, that the son may glorify thee." This fact that 
he is looking forward to his entrance into the glory of the Father 
as the consummation of his mission implies that his antecedent 
mediatorship on earth was wanting in completeness, that what he 
had been or what he then was did not fulfil the purpose of his 
mission. The life he was then living was not realizing its type 
under its final form, nor did the miracles which he was perform- 
ing express the depth and entire compass of his authority. The 
life he lived moved on a lower plane than his intrinsic dignity 
anticipated and demanded ; it was by itself of less moral value 
for man and less honorable for God than the completed work 
which he was sent to perform. The work he had come to do for 
the world he was doing, but doing only in part. It was not yet 
fully accomplished ; and the whole work could not be accom- 
plished while he was living in the natural body. The moral 

"John 17:5; 3:13; 5:27; Matt. 25:31. 
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and spiritual glory of his person was attainable on the plane of 
spirit, transcending all earthly conditions. Hence his profound 
desire to ascend from earth to heaven : " Oh, Father, glorify 
thou me with thine own self with the glory which I had with thee 
before the world was." 

His glorification was the condition of his mediatorship in its 
final character, the condition also of its final virtue. So long as 
he was not enthroned, the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of Promise, 
would not come, could not come. " If I go not away, the Com- 
forter will not come unto you. But if I go, I will send him unto 
you." And so long as the Spirit had not come, the proclamation 
of life and salvation in his name was by his command suspended. 
" Behold, I send forth the promise of my Father upon you, but 
tarry ye in the city, until ye be clothed with power from on 
high." 13 Suspended the proclamation was because until the 
Spirit from Christ glorified had come the proclamation would be 
fruitless. 

The change realized in the personal life of Jesus by his trans- 
lation into the glory of the Father constitutes the ultimate 
epoch on which both the rich blessing of the new creation of 
which Jesus was the principle 14 and the efficiency of his redemp- 
tion for the salvation of the world depend. His glorification 
through the presence and agency of the Spirit conditions the 
authority and validity of the ministry, the spiritual import of the 
sacraments, the wisdom of preaching, the possibility of gospels 
and epistles, and the spiritual understanding of the books of the 
Old Testament. 

The pentecostal gift, the consequence of the translation of 
Jesus, is the epoch in which, on the one hand, the entire antece- 
dent history of Messianic revelation reaches its relative conclu- 
sion ; on the other, the epoch in which the church, the apostolate 
proper, and the movement of Christian history on the higher 
plane of spiritual life begin. 

From this point of view, as set forth by the synoptists and by 
the apostle John, we have to study the reciprocal connection and 
the relative authority of the gospels and epistles. 
■3 Luke 24:49- I4 Col. I :i8. 
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II. 

Though Jesus himself did not write a book nor a letter, 
though he did not command his disciples after his departure to 
record either his words or his deeds, yet the Christ enthroned 
in heaven is, by his presence through the Spirit in the church, 
indirectly, but in the profoundest sense, the author of all the canon- 
ical books of the New Testament, of the epistles no less than of 
the gospels, of the one class as really as of the other. 

The advent of the Spirit sent by the enthroned Christ wrought 
a radical change in the disciples, a change so great that, unless 
we carefully study the difference in the attitude of these chosen 
men before and after this epoch, we shall fail to appreciate its 
extraordinary significance. The change involves both their 
character and their Christian knowledge. 

Prior to the crucifixion and during the trial before the San- 
hedrim and before Pilate the disciples were unsteady and fearful, 
even cowardly. The prophecy of Jesus was fulfilled: "All ye 
shall be offended in me this night." 15 Only one apostle had the 
courage "of the mother of Jesus, and his mother's sister, Mary 
the wife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene," to follow Jesus to the 
cross. But on the day of Pentecost these very same men who 
less than two months before had by his betrayal and arrest 
been scattered hither and thither like timid sheep confessed and 
proclaimed the crucified Nazarene to be the Christ, and main- 
tained their confession before the multitude and before the 
rulers, deterred by no authority, no imprisonment, no form of 
death. Fear was supplanted by confidence, disappointment and 
despair by assurance, sorrow by an ecstasy of joy. 

So great a contrast in the conduct of the disciples before the 
resurrection with their conduct on the day when "they were all 
filled with the Holy Spirit," a contrast subsequently heightened 
by their unwavering persistence in the faith of Jesus as the 
promised Messiah, is the expression of a contrast equally great 
in their knowledge before his resurrection with their knowledge 
of him and his kingdom after the advent of the Spirit. This 

■5 Zech. 13:7; Matt. 26 : 31. 
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revolution of Messianic judgment is demonstrated by a compa 
son of the lucid, profound, and comprehensive spiritual knowl- 
edge of the disciples, as embodied in the Acts and the epistles, 
with the superficiality and narrow-mindedness of the Twelve 
evinced for a period of three years under the tuition of Jesus. 

Under his tuition the Twelve prove themselves to be very 
slow learners. Neither his parables, nor his miracles, nor his 
private instructions broke the spell of their false Jewish concep- 
tion respecting a magnificent temporal kingdom. When he 
taught them some of the distinguishing mysteries of his mission, 
"they understood not the saying, and were afraid to ask him." 16 
Instead, "there arose a reasoning among them, 17 which of them 
should be greatest," still assuming that the Messianic kingdom 
would be an earthly empire of Solomonic grandeur. Even after 
the resurrection onward to the day of the ascension the same 
misapprehension continues, as we learn from the fact that when 
they were come together on Mount Olivet they asked him : 
"Lord, dost thou at this time restore the kingdom of Israel?" 18 

But several days later, what a quickening of their capacity of 
insight into Messianic truth confronts us ! 

After they had with one accord continued in prayer for ten 
days in "the upper chamber, the promise of the Father" was 
fulfilled; they were "baptized with the Holy Spirit." Then 
there is a new birth of Christian knowledge as extraordinary as 
the revolution wrought in their character. 

To illustrate this contrast it will suffice to look at the con- 
duct of Peter when Jesus went forth with his disciples into the 
villages of Caesarea Philippic He proceeds to teach them that 
the Son of Man must suffer many things, and be killed, and after 
three days rise again. Then the very apostle who has the dis- 
tinction of being the first person to confess Jesus to be the 
Christ begins to rebuke him. Evidently the violent death of 
Jesus, to be followed by his resurrection, had no place whatever 
in the conception of Peter respecting the mission of the Messiah. 
In Peter's judgment Jesus had the requisite power to foil all the 

16 Mark 9 : 31, 32. '' Luke 9 : 45, 46. l8 Acts 1:6. 

'' Mark 8 : 29-33 ; 9 : 31, 32 ; 10 : 33 ; Matt. 16 : 13-23. 
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machinations of his enemies, but according to his prophetic 
utterances it was not his intention effectually to put forth his 
power. This passive attitude would be a wrong done to the 
oppressed nation. 

But what is the conception of this rebuking apostle con- 
cerning the mission of the Messiah after the disciples have 
received the baptism of the Holy Ghost ? Standing up with 
the eleven he is the first apostle to preach the glad tidings, not 
of the advent of a Solomonic empire, but of a spiritual king- 
dom founded by the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus. Now 
he sees in the offering on the cross "the determinate counsel and 
foreknowledge of God;" and in the resurrection he sees the 
"man approved of God by mighty works, whom God raised up, 
having loosed the pangs of death." Quoting the prophet Joel 
2 : 28-32, he declared the wonderful phenomena of Pentecost to 
be the fulfilment of the ancient prophecies. And quoting 
Ps. 16:8-11, he teaches that the Psalmist did not refer to him- 
self alone, but being a prophet he spake of the resurrection of 
the Christ. 20 The death which Peter had condemned as unworthy 
of the Messiah he now vindicates as a necessary part of his 
Messiahship. The resurrection which to him was utterly unintel- 
ligible he now sees to be a fundamental truth, and he inter- 
prets it in the light of prophecy. 

The great change wrought within the brief space of several 
weeks in the knowledge of Peter respecting the mission of the 
Messiah is on any purely natural principle unaccountable. And 
the experience of Peter may justly be taken as representative of 
the experiences of all the disciples. We can account for so great 
a change only on the ground of a twofold miracle : the con- 
summation of Christ by glorification in his enthronement, and 
the quickening of the life of Christ in the hearts of his dis- 
ciples by the gift of his Spirit. Raised from a lower to a higher 
plane of religious life, they begin to live in Christ glorified, and 
Christ glorified begins to live in them. 21 -The contrast between 
the Son of Man in his state of humiliation with the Son of 
Man in his state of glorification is repeated in the contrast of 

»° Acts 2:31, 32. "John 17:22, 23. 
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the religious character of the disciples before and after Pentecost. 
By as much as the enthronement of Jesus transcends his earthly 
history, by so much do the spiritual character and spiritual 
intelligence of the chosen disciples through the advent of the 
Spirit exceed their previous insight into the nature and purpose 
of the Messiahship. 

III. 

The status of Jesus Christ conditions the spiritual status of 
the disciples. His character conditions their character, his 
knowledge their knowledge. So long as Jesus was with the dis- 
ciples, they could neither appreciate the true purpose and com- 
pass of his mission, nor appreciate the intent of their calling. 
Hence in different forms he endeavored to teach them the bless- 
ing that would ensue from his departure. "It is expedient for 
you that I go away." His departure would be a gain as regards 
their spiritual life, their moral character, their insight into his 
mission and into the meaning of the Jewish Scriptures. So long 
as he was not glorified, they could not share the full blessing of 
his Messiahship ; and they could not for the reason that the 
perfection of his Messiahship, prior to his resurrection and 
ascension, was prospective only, not consummated. While pro- 
spective, his glorification had force proleptically as the principle 
of his history, but as final reality its force was in abeyance. 
The spiritual progress of the Messiah conditions the spiritual 
progress of the disciples. 

The import of this reciprocal connection justifies Christian 
reason in formulating several pertinent propositions, which I 
pass on to state and develop. 

I. The teaching of the gospels, it has been assumed, moves 
on a plane higher and more authoritative than that of the epistles, 
because they give us, in part at least, the words spoken by our 
Lord. Is this assumption valid when studied in the light of 
his glorification ? 

Silently accepting an affirmative answer to this question, 
critical inquiry has in our age been diverging in two directions. 
Some critics feel justified in detracting from the worth of the 
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Acts and the epistles, on the ground that they contain no spoken 
words of our Lord. Others, influenced by the same general 
view, feel justified in detracting from the worth of the gospels, 
on the ground of a doubt whether we have the very words of 
Jesus — whether, after all, we have not the words of the writers 
only. The critical questioning of both classes of scholars 
proceeds on the silent assumption that, if we were certain that we 
have the very words of our Lord, we should then possess the most 
authoritative teaching respecting Jesus Christ and his religion. 

A thoughtful study of the personal history of Christ from 
the viewpoint of the whole New Testament will show that both 
of these tendencies of criticism have no trustworthy foundation. 
The authority of the gospels is not derived from Jesus of Naza- 
reth. Were we certain that we have the words, and all the 
words, spoken by him, and had we no more than these words, 
we should not have authoritative Christian teaching comparable 
with what we have, as the canonical books now stand. 

Jesus, as he was when living among men on earth, did not 
claim either to possess the highest order of authority or to exer- 
cise power, either divine or human, in its final form. To him 
that dignity was a future exaltation. It was after his resurrec- 
tion and just before his ascension that he said : "All authority 
hath been given unto me in heaven and on earth." Though his 
life in all its relations was the unique ideal of manhood, though 
his teaching concerning God and man transcends the teaching 
of all other founders of a religion, yet while in the natural 
body he was in the state of humiliation, limited to a degree 
by an environment of moral evil. While increasing in wisdom, 22 
advancing in the process of spiritual development, he neverthe- 
less was looking toward a goal of moral maturity. That goal 
appealed to him, not from any advanced stage of his Messianic 
vocation in his earthly history, but from the transcendent state 
of exaltation. 

Not from Jesus of Nazareth, but from this same Jesus, the 
Christ of God, risen, ascended, glorified, the authority of the four 
gospels is derived. 

22 Luke 2 : 52. 
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This final authority touches his disciples through the advent 
of his Holy Spirit, the continuous bond of fellowship between 
Christ in heaven and chosen men on earth. By the Spirit he 
speaks to apostles and evangelists, and speaks in them, impart- 
ing new life and new light, agreeably to his great promise : 
The Spirit of truth "shall take of mine, and shall declare it unto 
you. All things whatsoever the Father hath are mine ; there- 
fore, said I, that he taketh of mine, and shall declare it unto 
you. "'3 

In virtue of this revelation made through the Spirit, each 
writer, agreeably to his intellectual capacity and the degree of 
his appropriation of spiritual truth, became qualified, the one in 
a higher, the other in a lower, degree of completeness, to preach 
and write respecting the doctrine of Jesus and the events of his 
history. The ordinary conditions of memory and reflection and 
speech are not superseded. But the qualification by which the 
remembrance of the miracles and parables, of the conflicts, the 
crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus, as also the resources of 
tradition, become available as material for the gospels, is the 
extraordinary endowment of Pentecost. Agreeably to the word 
of the Master, chosen men were lifted up into a new spiritual 
atmosphere akin to the glorified realm of the ascended Christ. 
A fellowship of life with him was quickened, other than that 
which obtained before the crucifixion ; and, as a consequence, 
their moral character and their Messianic conceptions underwent 
a transformation corresponding to their new personality. From 
this supernatural source and under these new spiritual conditions 
come the four inimitable books. 

Under no other conditions could such books have been writ- 
ten, or even conceived. Had chosen men not by the Spirit 
become members of Christ glorified, we should not have either 
the synoptists or the gospel by John. No one would have had 
the requisite spiritual character and insight. Neither a faithful 
memory, nor traditions however closely in accord with historical 
facts, nor a high order of human genius, accounts for their unique 
character. Nay, more; for the sake of argument assume that 

*3John 16 : 14, 15. 
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Jesus had not risen and ascended, then Jesus himself during his 
natural life could not have written our gospels. 

Such a proposition does not betray a lack of reverence. It 
is a just inference from his own teaching. In view of his pro- 
spective glorification and the advent of the Spirit, he announces 
in his final discourses that his disciples will do greater works than 
he had done : "Verily, verily I say unto you, he that believeth 
on me, the works that I do shall he do also ; and greater than 
these shall he do, because I go unto the Father." 24 Not only 
will the disciples do the works which he had done, but greater 
works than he had done will they do ; and the reason for this 
difference is that he will go to the Father. From the throne 
they will be empowered by himself to perform deeds in the 
service of the kingdom greater than his own. 

As regards the teaching of Jesus, it follows that the chief 
thing is not somehow to get the very words spoken by him 
when he was living among the Jews in Palestine, but to have a 
representation of the Son of Man, of his person, his teaching, 
and his mediatorship on earth and in heaven, as given by himself 
from the throne by his Holy Spirit active in the hearts of chosen 
men. 

2. The authority of the gospels is not to be discounted on the 
assumption that it is uncertain whether they contain the very 
words spoken by our Lord. 

Were we certain that the gospels record the very words of 
Jesus as they fell from his lips on all occasions, what should we 
have ? If we accept our gospels as they stand ; if we believe in 
Jesus of Nazareth as these gospels, the Acts, and epistles repre- 
sent his personal history, then we can estimate the relative worth 
of his "very words." We shall have to maintain that, had we 
his "very words," and no more, we should have the teaching, 
not of the perfected Son of Man, but of Jesus in process of per- 
fection ; not of the glorified, but of the unglorified, Christ. And 
the unglorified Christ, sinless and holy as is his character, mighty 
as are his deeds, profound, spiritual, and unique as is his teach- 
ing, is, after all, only the Christ on the earthly plane of deep 

* 4 John 14 : 12. 
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humiliation ; oppressed by an environment of moral and phys- 
ical evil ; confronted by the kingdom of darkness overcome in 
principle, but in fact as yet not overcome. Of the higher Christ, 
triumphant over sin and death, we should have no words ; no 
light from the Sun of righteousness standing in the zenith of his 
glory. His "very words" would be weaker and less inspiring 
than our gospels by as much as his state of humiliation and " suf- 
fering in the flesh" was lower than his state of exaltation and 
perfection. 

Mind and thought answer to the genius and status of the 
man. The genius and environment of Shakespeare account for 
the high order of his tragedies ; and the superiority of his later 
over his earlier productions we account for by recognizing the 
growth and maturity of his powers. The wide difference 
between the wisdom and strength of a man at maturity and the 
same man in early manhood is universally conceded. This 
principle of judgment is applicable to our Lord. 

For Jesus was really human ; possessing the essential quali- 
ties of a man, developing conformably to all the laws of human 
nature, put to the test and tried in all points like as we are, 
yet without sin. But his entire earthly life was only the begin- 
ning of his history. Sublime though it be, it was the lower, 
immature, and preliminary part of his extraordinary mission, 
which, had it been the whole, might have assigned him a niche 
among the great men of the world, like Moses and Socrates, but 
would not have constituted him the Man for all men, nor 
invested him with "authority to execute judgment because he 
is the Son of Man." 

As with other great men, so with Jesus : his mind was 
responsive to the status of his personality. In the nature of the 
case, neither his words nor his works on earth could be equal to 
the wisdom and authority with which he, the King of Life, is 
clothed in his state of final perfection. 

For the divine worth of our gospels, accordingly, we do not 
account chiefly on the assumption that they record Christian 
truth in the exact words spoken by our Lord. That we have 
his teaching largely in his own words I do not dispute ; nor do 
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I undervalue the spiritual worth and power of his words. This 
fact, however, does not account for the authority of our gospels. 
Their unique genius is due indeed in one respect to his words 
spoken and his deeds enacted on earth, but due mainly to the 
fact that the mature Son of Man in the state of divine exalta- 
tion, triumphant over all limitation, realizing the final ideal of 
manhood, is through the presence of his Spirit speaking in the 
words of the evangelists, speaking in his own words, with an 
unction and incisive force which his words did not have when 
they fell from his lips. 

His ministry of three years won for him less than a thousand 
faithful followers ; but the sermon of Peter, under the inspiration 
of the higher Christ, issued on the day of Pentecost in the con- 
version of three thousand Jews. Peter did greater works than 
Jesus had done, because Jesus himself was greater. 

If some critics are correct in asserting that the discourses of 
our Lord as contained in the fourth gospel are not literally the 
discourses as pronounced by him, but a reproduction or an inter- 
pretation of his teaching by John, what follows ? That the 
fourth gospel is unworthy of confidence ? or that it is not 
deserving the high honor which the church has accorded to 
it ? So some scholars have inferred who fail to recognize the 
cardinal significance in the Christian economy of our Lord's 
glorification. But if, as a comprehensive exegesis requires, we 
emphasize the glorification as the consummation of his personal 
dignity and mediatorship, then legitimate reasoning from the 
hypothesis will have to draw directly the opposite inference. 
If the discourses be largely a reproduction of Jesus' teaching by 
John, the church has lost nothing, but may have gained much. 
Instead of being less worthy, the fourth gospel is more worthy, 
of our confidence. On that hypothesis we have in this gospel, not 
the teaching only of Jesus in his low estate, straitened until 
his baptism "be accomplished," but we have the teaching of 
the Son of Man, who, having a name that is above every name, 
is head over all things unto the church. Is it unscriptural, is 
it unpsychological, to hold that his teaching from the throne by 
the Spirit through the medium of John is so far more potent 
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than his words spoken on earth as his enthronement in the 
glory of the Father is more exalted than his humiliation "in the 
likeness of sinful flesh" ? 

3. This principle of judgment respecting the gospels is 
applicable to all other books of the New Testament. The 
authority of Acts and the epistles is not to be discounted on the 
ground that these books contain, not the words of Jesus Christ, 
but the teaching of chosen men. 

The argument does not hinge on a theory of inspiration. 
That Jesus was raised from the dead ; that he was exalted to the 
right hand of God, and given a name that is above every name ; 
that his exaltation conditioned the advent of the Spirit — these 
are facts apart from any theory of inspiration, facts prophetically 
announced by the gospels, and by the other books presupposed 
and recorded as parts of Christian history. The great contrast 
between the authority and power of Jesus exalted and Jesus 
during the period of humiliation ; the great contrast between 
the moral strength and spiritual knowledge of the chosen 
disciples after and before Pentecost — these also are facts that 
the records place before our mental perception, however we may 
account for them. 

On every stage of this inquiry we have to bear in mind that 
in the history of Jesus Christ the dominant epoch is his glorifi- 
cation, a mystery to which Jesus, as set forth by the gospels, is 
ever looking forward as the goal of his life, to which the authors 
of all the other books are ever looking back as the fountain-head 
of their authority and mission. 

And the dominant epoch in the history of Jesus becomes 
the dominant epoch in the history of his chosen disciples. As 
the glorification conditions the ultimate authority of Jesus, so 
the advent of his Spirit conditions and introduces the new 
character, the new knowledge, the new resources of the 
disciples. 

However we may interpret the action of the Spirit on the 
disciples, there is no room to question the fact that the advent 
of the Spirit is the decisive and controlling epoch of their min- 
istry. By a dynamic transition they are lifted up to a new, a 
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unique plane of spiritual life. Responsive on this new plane, 
they attain to a fellowship with the enthroned Christ such as 
when he was suffering in the flesh they had not and could not 
have ; they enter into living sympathy with the order of truth 
which Jesus became by his transition. Thus empowered in their 
new fellowship by the authority and enlightened by the light of 
Jesus on the throne, they do not record the parables spoken and 
the miracles performed by him during his history on earth, but, 
presupposing his history and his works, especially his passion, 
death, and resurrection, as essential parts of his mediatorship, 
they emphasize his ascension and session at the right hand of 
the Father, his universal headship, and his abiding presence 
by the Holy Spirit in the world. They emphasize "the greater 
works" he is doing by christianizing the nations, by advancing 
and perfecting the community of believers. That the Son of 
Man glorified is the "head of the body, the church;" that by 
his word and Spirit he is regenerating and sanctifying all classes 
of men ; that through a succession of epochs he is steadily 
inspiring the conflict of righteousness with unrighteousness, and 
achieving the victories of the kingdom of light over the kingdom 
of darkness ; that, swaying the scepter of dominion in heaven 
and on earth, he is active in the world and upon the world, 
shaping and controlling all physical conditions and all moral 
forces with reference to the consummation of history at his 
second coming — these are some of the facts which the Acts, 
the epistles, and the book of Revelation set forth, expound, and 
emphasize ; facts which are the necessary complement of the 
gospel history; facts without which the events recorded by 
the gospels would lack regenerative and saving virtue, and the 
prophecies of the gospels would prove themselves to be prophe- 
cies only. 

The difference and contrast between the gospels and the 
other books of the New Testament are analogous to the com- 
plemental relation which the Christian economy bears to the 
pre-Christian economy. Progress is, in the first instance, not sub- 
jective and doctrinal, but objective and historical ; not funda- 
mentally a progress of development of the Christian knowledge 
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of chosen men, but a development of the concrete order of 
divine-human life. As the old covenant passes from type to 
antitype in the personality of the Son of Man, so does the Son 
of Man himself pass from the temporal form to the eternal form 
of his mediatorship, and the mysteries of his kingdom enacted 
on earth are complemented by the transcendent mysteries 
enacted in heaven. Progress in the evolution of spiritual reali- 
ties conditions the progress of apostolic knowledge. 

Now, if we estimate the worth of the Acts and the epistles in 
the light of the objective process of Christian revelation, it will 
be seen that the absence of the words of Jesus spoken in his state 
of humiliation is an implicit testimony to the truth and authority 
of the Acts and the epistles. The absence of his "words" in 
these books has the force of evidence that it is not their office to 
look back and reproduce pre-resurrection events and teaching, but 
to declare the mysteries of the advanced stage of revelation. If, 
like the synoptists and John, they recorded the words and deeds 
of Jesus while " suffering in the flesh," they would be tauto- 
logical, and therefore of inferior value. The sublime comple- 
ment of the suffering Savior would be wanting; and of Him 
whom we now know to be the glorified Son of Man, ruling in 
heaven and on earth, we should have a one-sided conception 
which of necessity would be essentially defective. The fact that 
the Acts and the epistles represent his exaltation, the progress 
of his mediatorship in heaven, his teaching from the throne, his 
abiding presence, his regenerating and saving activity, by the 
Spirit among the nations from age to age — this fact gives them 
a unique position and a supreme value for which the gospels can- 
not be a substitute. 

4. The result of these studies justifies the proposition that all 
the canonical books of the New Testament address the faith of 
the church from the same plane of divine authority, the warrant 
for truth of no class being better or stronger than of another. 

Gospels and epistles are written by the same class of authors ; 
not the same in intellectual ability, nor in learning ; not the same 
in spiritual intuition and in uplifting conceptions of Christ and 
his kingdom. Each author stands in social and historical rela- 
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tions peculiar to himself, and has a distinctive aim. Though 
the first three gospels form a group, having special characteris- 
tics in common, yet each has distinguishing features. Neverthe- 
less it is a truth calling for emphasis that, however various, all 
the canonical books proceed from that class of men who move 
on the post-pentecostal plane of life and knowledge. Each 
writer is an elect man of the new-born community of the Spirit 
of the Son of Man glorified, the community of which, by his cre- 
ative work from the throne, he is the founder, in which he lives, 
in which after an original manner he speaks. 

The enthroned Christ by the Spirit immanent and active in 
chosen men, members of his mystical body, manifests the grace 
and might of his enthronement in the wonderful works which in 
his name they perform. He is manifesting the truth he was 
living in his humiliation and the truth he is living in his exalta- 
tion — manifesting this truth in the words which they speak and 
write in his name. 

To this unique class of chosen men, the exponents of a new 
spiritual creation, we are indebted for the gospels no less than 
for the epistles. What Paul says of himself is applicable to 
every writer. It was the good pleasure of God, who separated 
him, even from his mother's womb, and called him through his 
grace, to reveal his Son in him that he might proclaim Him 
among Gentiles and Jews.' 5 The revelation of the incarnate Son 
from the throne in the personality of the writer is the primordial 
qualification of Matthew, as of John, to commit to writing the 
deeds and words of Jesus of Nazareth. The personal intercourse 
with the persecuted Jesus, the hearing of his voice with their 
bodily ears, the witnessing of his miracles with their bodily eyes, 
external association with him in private and public, had, as the 
gospels testify, left them disqualified both as to faith and cour- 
age for their apostolic vocation. 

The gospels and the epistles stand or fall together, rise or 
sink together. If in order to exalt the historic Christ the 
authority of the epistles is depreciated, we by that act depreciate 
the authority of the gospels, both classes of books being vitalized 

2 5Gal. 1:15. 
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by the same breath and referable to the same conditions. 
Further, if the Jesus of the gospels is made the final criterion of 
judgment respecting Christian truth, and the Jesus of the Acts 
and the epistles is subordinated to this assumed criterion, we 
ignore the pivotal epoch of his mediatorship and subvert the 
objective order of revelation. Then exaltation and humiliation 
exchange places. The enthronement in the glory of the Father, 
the goal of his mediatorial work on earth, becomes a fact of less 
value for the New Testament authors, as to spiritual character 
and spiritual intelligence, than the power and teaching of Jesus 
limited by the state of humiliation. 



